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JOHN MARSH HOUSE

Brentwood Viec., Contra Costa County, California

ADDRESS: Located about four miles southWeSt.of Brentwood

OWNER: Public Works Department, Contra CostaICOunty

OCCUPANT: Vacant

USE: . Proposed center of public park

ARCHITECTURAL AND HISTORICAL SYGNIFICANCE

The John Marsh house is one of the major residential structures of
mid~19th century Contra Costa County. 3Bulilt by a pioneer physician
between 1853 and 1856, its history has been ill-starred. Dr. Marsh
(possessed of only a B.A., not an M.D.) was murdered soon after the
completion of the house; his wife, Abby Tuck Mﬁrsh died slightly
egrlier from the resulis of child-birth.

The house was designed by Thomas RBoyd (Pierce and Wood contractors).

It was constructed of natlve sandstone and brick made on the prop-

erty. After Marsh's death, it passed to the daughter of John and

Abby Marsh and to Marsh's illegitimate son. Once the center of a
vast cattle empire, the house has gradually declined into a derelict
state in the 20th century. Varlous proposals for its restoration
and use have been made by the Park Department of Contra Costa County.

.Stylistically a cross between a Victorian Gothic "cottage" and an

Italian Villa, it now sits in lonely isolation smidst the valleys
and hills northeast of Mount Disblo. The three storied house (with
a lofty off-center tower on the facade) was never important for its
interiors; but the Gothic and Italianate details of the exterior

represent a unique fusion of those forms in this still untrammeled
.section of Contra Costa County.
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HISTORICAL INFORMATION

John Marsh was born in Danvers, Massachusetts, on June 5, 1799. He
received his B.A., from Harvard University in 1823. Possessed of a
restless temperament, he moved west - first to Fort Snelling,
Minnesota (where he began the study of medicine) and later to Prairie

- . du Chien in what is now Wisconsin. There he fathered an illegitimate
"son, Charles. Becoming uncomfortably involved in Indian affairs

. - between the Fox and Sioux, which he had helped foment, John Marsh

- Wwent on to Missouri, where he stayed some years. In 1835 he travelled
"gouth to Santa Fe, and into old Mexico. By 1836, he had arrived at
the Pueblo de Los Angeles. Upon presentation of his B.A. diploma to
the syuntamiento at Los Angeles, he received certification as s
physician. ' '

Searching for property where he might settle, Marsh came to Northern

California and investigated several possibilities. Finally, he decided

. on a large rancho, which had been originslly granted to Jose Norlega
‘on October 13, 1835. In 1837 Marsh acquired the extensive property

- (estimated at one hundred and twenty square miles) known then as Los

"~ Medanos or Los_Meganos, which lay between Mount Diablo and the San

- Joaguin River._]: Marsh was apparently kind to the native Indians

(even if he had bought property which was technically theirs), taking
care of their sick and teaching them various new crafis., They in turn
helped him to construct an adobe dwelling on the bank of a stream
opposite their village. Grape cuttings end frult trees were planted
to enrich the land; and wheat was sowed over a wide area. The adobe
consisted of four rooms and an attic; only one room had a fireplace.
In front was a porch; benches on either side of the door provided
sitting space on the long, hot summer evenings,

In an area where doctors were as scarce as white women, John Marsh
was much in demand. His long and arduous trips overland to see patients
or assist women in childbirth were paid in cattle. Something of an
"operator", John Marsh insisted on s heavy return for his services -
allegedly a steer for every mlle he had to travel. In time, a great
cattle empire grew up in the waving fields of wheat. A landing was
established on the San Joaguin River above Pittsburg, known as Marsh
Landing. Possessed of a clear intelligence and a witty style, John
Marsh began writing letters back to Missouri where he had stayed some
time - about the new land and its possibilities. His persuasive
correspondence, published in Missouri newspapers, was influential in
bringing new settlers west,
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However, John Msrsh greeted these new arrivals with the Same shrewd-
‘ness he had used on Indlans and California Mexicans, exacting speclal
fees for food and certain "legal" services which were in excess of
value or local law. (The members of the Bidwell-Bartleson party of
1841 especially complained of his practices.)

In 1851, John Marsh met Miss Abby {or Abbie) Tuck, a recent arrival

from the eastern United States. Born in Chelmsford, Massachusetts,

Miss Tuck was a lively, atfractive young women - the daughter of g
minister. After a whirlwind courtship, they were merried on June 2k,
1851. The couple wWent to live in the adobe on Rancho Los Meganos,

with its dirt floors and lack of creature comforts. It was obvious

that a new house was in order for the delicate Abby Tuck Marsh, who

had come to Californis for her health. Marsh commissioned an lumposing
mansion (by loeal standards, at least) from Thomas Boyd of Sen Francisco.®
It must be vworthy of a cattle baron, also possessed of great stretches
of wheat, orchards and vineyards, as well as numerous fine horses. The
land ,though rich,was possessed of a curiously splendid loneliness - with
- brown rounded hills, comparatively few "green" treeg, and wide spreading,
empty valleys.~

Abby gave birth to a deughter, named Alice Marsh, on March 12, 1852.

Now a better house was even more imperative. Ceonstruction began in 1853.
Abby Marsh died soon after. Marsh enjoyed his new home only a short time,
too. Tn the spring of 1856, he had a dispute with some vaqueros about
branding calves. On September 24 of that year, John Marsh drove to
Martinez to superintend a major cattle sale. He was sald to be carrying
a large amount of gold on his return; was jumped by the vaqueros with
whom he had quarreled earlier that year and that very day. California
Registered Historic Landmark 722, g half-mild east of Maﬁtinez on the
Pacheco Road, marks the spot where the men murdered him.” Marsh and
his wife were originally buried at the rancho, but their bodies have
- since been removed to Mountain Cemetery in Oskland. The great estate and
the new house passed to his heirs.? (A story tells of how, in the last

" months of his 1life Marsh received a poorly dressed young man asking for

- shelter and food. 1In the classic manner of fairytales, Charles, by a
- foot deformity he had from birth, was finally identified by Marsh as his
-illegitimate son.) Neither Charles or Alice Marsh (later Mrs. W. W.

.'; Camron) Wwere able to take much from this vast property, and obligations
;. mounted.

The land was 801d, eventually, to Jack Williams backed by the Sanford
o family of New York. It was proposed that a coal vein be opened on the
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property and a railroad be built to Marsh'Banmding. (A major rail line
already crossed the property; it ultimately became part of the Santa Fe
system = an ironic connection with Merch's own travels to Santa Fe,

New Mexico.) The Brentwood Coal Company was formed, but the venture
proved sbortive., To settle outstanding taxes and other claims, the
property was sold to the Clay Street Bank of San Francisco. M. B.

Ivory became supervisor, and the rancho was turned into a tenant farm.
Miss Josephine Sanford was a claimant of the land at the end of 19th
century; she purchased it with a loan from Balfour, Guthrie and Company.
At her death, the latter company managed the property as a farm. At
some period, early in the 20th century, the Cal Foundation obtained the
house and intended a restoration. Lacking funds, the Foundation deeded
the house to Contra Costa County. The entire later history of the place
was fraught with lawsuits and legal technicalities of a complex nature;
the once proud house of a large estate is now a desolate wreck, sur-
rounded by tenant farm buildings. Doors and windows are boarded; plant-
ing and other landscape details are neglected. The house awaits a -
meaningful restoration and proper setting. S

Various bond issues have been attempted to provide funds for restoration
and/or rebullding of the old adcbe, the former Indian Village and the
Marsh house as the center of a five hundred -acre park. Like many fund
raising devices dependent on public support and specisl assessments,
this one has not yet become a reality. As Stephen Lewis suggests (see
note 5 here), perhaps the best solution is for some private individual
to buy and restore the Marsh house and use the land for farming or
cattle raising.

NOTES (Historical Information)

1. 'There were two ranches close to each other which had both borne

the name of Los Medanos (the sand banks). Some writers attempted o
distinguish between them by calling one (that owned by John Marsh) Los

Meganos {sand dunes) and the other Los Medanos. cf. Hoover and Rensch.
Historic Spots in California (one vol. ed.), Stanford University Press,

1948, p. 234, There is an important water color of the pexriod, by

Edward Jump, showing the Marsh house and Rancho Los Maganos, in the S
Boneyman Collection, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.. . .=

2, Comparatively little is known sbout the early careei' of Thomas Boyd,
in the ¥West. A Thomas Boyd became an important figure in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, in the later 19th century; he died in 1902.  Withey
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(Biographical Dictionary of American Architects: Deceased), pp. 69-70,
emumerates hls commissions; there are also notices in the American

© Architect and Building News {March 13 and September 11, 1880} about
projects in Cambridge, Ohio and Grafton, West Virginia, Thomas Bruce
Boyd (e son?) is noted in the 20th century.

3. Lymsn, John Marsh, Pioneer, p. 295, says "Abby selected the site,
"It was ldeal, Iin the portal of a pretty valley and almost directly
opposite the old adobe. It commanded & fine sweep of the San Joaguin
plain and was shaded by osks.” '

L. ™o of the men were apprehended, but one escaped; thus punishment
was either impossible or long delayed. cf. Hulaniski, History of Contrs
Costa County, pp. 21-22, and Munro-Fraser, History of Contra Costa
County, pp. 342-34k, with a complete account of the murder.

5. Brewer, Up and Down Celifornis 18601864, pp. 269-272, describes the
. history of Marsh and the house with particular contemporaneity; he is
scathing in his impressions of the manner in which Charles Marsh lived,
turning the residence into a pig-pen. However, it is very likely that
the house was never properly finished interiorly; and certainly its
present appeéearance would not lead one to assume it was elegant - even
by provincial Victorian standards.

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERTALS AND SOURCES
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" Hoover and Rensch. Historic Spots in California (one vol. ed.:
: reyiSed), Stanford University Press, 1948, pp. 234-235.

Hulaniski, F. J. The History of Contra Costa County, California,
Berkeley, The Elms Publishing Co., 1917, pp. 19-26; 133-135.
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Sons, 1934. :
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1959, pp. 53-5h (111us-, p. 52}, p. 140.

Munro-Fraser, J. P, History of Contra Costa Cou.nty , California,
San Francisco, W. A. Slocum & Co., 1002, pp. 304-306, 342~3lm 605 617

Parsons, Marion Randall. Qld Californiaiﬂouses s Berkeley and Los Angeles,
University of California Press, pp. 51-57.

San Francisco Bvening Bulletin, "Galiforuie Home", July 19, 1856.

 ARCHITECTURAL TNFORMATTON

The most eloquent contemporary description:gf the Marsh house oceurs.

in the San Francisco Evening Bulletin for July 19, 1856. Selected L
extracts from that account will ‘aid in creating a more adequate archi~
tectural image of the house. "In the rear of the old adobe, flows '
peacefully, a broad brook . . . Across the valley, in the rear of the
new house, stretches a nohle grove of oaks . ., ., Between the grove and
the house is a vineyard . . . In the rear of the adobe is another
extensive vimeyard. . . The stock at present upon the place is six
thousand . . . The new and besutiful edifice now nearly completed is
situated in the center of the plain. It is the intemtion of the pro-
prietor to irriga.'be this plain by artificial means, using the water of .

the brook . . By this process the whole plain in front of the house
may enameléd with flowers, or in process of time mey be dotted with
trees . . . From a quarry vhich has been opened on the estate aniabun-

dant supply of stone for the building has been obtained. It is of the
finest quality of free~stone, of & beautiful drab or cream-color, . .
slightly variegated. The bullding is quite an architectural gem. The -
architect, Thomas Boyd, Esq. (of San Francisco) with true artistic
perception of the beauty of the site, and of what was wanted in the oo
building to mske it harmonize with the surrounding scenery, has depar’ced .
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from the stereotyped square box with e piazzsa running partly or
entirely around it, called a home in Californis, and has adopted the
0ld English domestic style of Architecture, - a pleasing and appropri-
ate union of Manor House and Castle. The arched windows, the peaked
roof and gables, the projecting eaves, the central tower sixty-five
feet in height, boldly springing from the midst and enabling the
proprietor to overlook his extensive domein, must be acknowledged by

- every visitor to be a most felicitous deviation from the prevailing

- 8tyle of rural architecture. The material used is as easily wrought
as the Benieia stone in use here (that is, in San Francisco), and, like
it, hardens by exposuire to the esir. The corners of the building as
well as the door and window jams, sills and caps, are elaborately
-woought, the space between the openings being laid with rubble-stone,
giving a pleasing variety to the whole exterior. 'The bullding has a
ground base of sixty by forty feet, and is three stories in height,
~with three gable windows in the attic looking east, west and south.
~On three sides of the building is a piazza, ten feet in width, support-
ed by beautiful octagon pillars; over this is a walk on a level with.

... the second floor, enclosed by an elsborately finished ballustrade (sic).

‘The work has been performed in a skillful and satisfactory manney by

'Messers, Pierce and Wood, the contractors for it. The interior

arrangements are as carefully planned as possible to subserve the

B purpose of convenlence, comfort and besutiful finish. The whole cost

s of the building, it is understood, will not exceed $20,000.00."

'EXTERIOR - INTE{RIOR

C Th_e} building was constructed with an approximately twelve inch stone
ghell  (from material quarried on the property - the quarry is still
to be seen today), and brick (burned on the property), and with a
brick and wood interior. The chimneys were of brick. Cut sand-stone
 blocks (again as noted in the Evening Bulletin) vere used for over-
window moldings, for sills, front and rear entrances, and corner blocks
or quoins (which are slightly rusticated). Window and door frames
were of wood (now painted white in reveals), as are window mullions
and mantins (now painted brown). The approximate floor space was as
follows: 2100 square feet for each of three floors above ground, 720
square feet for the basement and 14 square feet for the tower.

".’I’he princi;pa.l cross pertitions of the interior are of masonry, other
-partitions are of wood studding, with wood lath fastened by means of
square neils. A1l of the interior walls are finished, above any wood
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dadoes, with smooth plaster. Ceilings also are of wood lath and -
plaster. The roof is framed in wood with deep wood cornices

(painted white), the exterior roof surface is now covered with
agphalt shingles, rather than the original wood shingles. The tower,
planned to be entirely of stone, was rebullt (probsbly after the
earthquske of 1868) with a wooden top imitating the former castel-
lated stone top; exterior sheathing below the battlements was of
scored boards, imitating stonme. About 1900 (estimated date) the
battlenents were removed from the wooden tower top and the vertical
surfaces were shingled. ULater, ca. 1925, the shingles were palnted.
A wood piazza or veranda, vwhich encompassed the front, rear and left
side only, had octagonal pillars with simple capitals "supporting"
decorative flattened, pointed arches surmounted by a handsome
balustrade with large turned balusters and finials ebove each octag-
onal pillar below, and simpler balusters between the turned balusters
forming a balcony. At some indeterminate date (estimated sbout 1900),
all of this wood veranda and balcony was reqprked. Square pillars
replaced the octagonal ones, with all decorative "supporting" arches
removed; large squared balusters surmounted by simple ball finials,
replaced the turned ones in the balcony. (It would appear, from
photographic evidence that fthe smaller balusters of the balcony were
elther reused or made anew in their original form.) .

The main stylistic features of the exterior are the door and window
openings. On the first and second floors, the openings (generally
conceived as "French doors" on the veranda sides) have rounded or
flattened arched headings suggestive of the hood molds of the _
Victorian Gothic but here so shallow of éepth and with so prominent

‘a keystone that they reflect Mannerist Italian sources. C(Clearly -

pointed or lanced windows appear in the three front gables, at the

top of the tower, and at the third level of the house's sides. The
front entrance is framed by triple arches, with the highest ard

widest in the center - vaguely reminiscent of the Palladian motif

At the rear, the triple-arched portel is even more aggressive, project-
ing out more deeply than the front portal. The cut stone details of
both doors and windows suggest Italianate influence and the sapproach

of Eastlake enthusiasms for chemfered edges. At the roof line, chimney

tops have been modified at least once, as the four (now three) .
individual stacks of the chimney next to the tower do not appear in

photographs of gbout 1870, but do in photographs of 1900 and later.®

Interiorly, the house indicates the shift frdm a éymmetric.latef'
Georgian plan (still evident in meny California houses of the late
1850's) to an asymmetric Victorian plan. The main hall, running from
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front to rear doors, is off-center to the left, as is the tower over
the front entrance. One is progressing here from the esrly form of

the Ttalian Villa to the later, irregular type; indeed, the Marsh

house is an umusually early example of the irregular type for California
and revegls Boyd's more sophisticated connections with the eastern
United States. To the left of the main hall is a large room occupylng
the entire depth of the house from front to back, although "divided" by
a large arch on consoles into essentially two parlors. The dining room
is to the right of the hall, with a study beyond at the far right side
of the house. Behind the study is a kitchen, connected to the main
hall by a stairhell at the back of the house. The second floor has
essentially the same plan, with library and master bedroom over the
parlor, and three bedrooms and a bath over the dining room, study and
kitchen. The third floor probably had three rooms under the eaves,

and a repeat of the main halls and top of the stalr hall from the lower
floors, as well as the tower chamber from which Marsh could watch for
cattle thieves. The original arrangement of fireplaces has heen
modified. The chimneys suggest two in the parlor and one in the rooms
above on the second floor; the single rough stone fireplace in the
parlor now is not typilcally Victorian. Electricity and improved plumb-
ing were added at some time around 1900.

The present gondition of the house is deplorable. Erosion has weakened
and aebraded the-entrance portal and other sandstone details at front
and rear of the building. Both brick and stone have seriously eroded
at or near grade level. A protective band of concrete now encircles
the building, to ahbout a height of twelve inches from grade level,

All of the wooden veranda and balcony have been removed.

Most of the rooms are in shambles., Plaster has fallen from walls and
ceilings on the first floor, exposing the interior construction.
Natural finished hardwood wainscoting, about six feet high, still
-remains in the study, as does the similar (soft wood, painted) wainscot-
ing in the kitchen. The banister and balustrade of the main steircase
are relatively well preserved, although the soft wood steps have
“deteriorated more seriously. The ilnterior finish of second story .
‘appears to be more recent than that of the first, and probably dates
~from the updating of the lighting, plumbing and heating in the 20th
century. - {Some of the electric light ceiling fixtures remain on both

. first and second floor.) The woodwork and doors of the second floor

- are obviously more recent than those of the first, and like the wood-
.. work and doors of the third floor are painted gray, as is the kitchen
‘on the first floor. (Most of the woodwork on the first floor is

stained and varnished.) Pigeons have usurped the third floor and their
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particular domaein is the tower; however, the basic structure of
floors and walls 1s remsrkebly good.

At the right rear of the house, adjacent to the kitchen, is a wood
structure dating from the later 19th century; and contiguous to 1%,

or at some remove in the rear of the Marsh house are a varlety of

wooden shacks and stables, or storage buildings, largely of the same

ers or the early 20th century. As late as about 1900, the original
front planting and yard design of the stone houseé still remsined -~
consisting of a large "circular" drive and an extensively planted area.
Sometlme between 1900 and sbout 1925, a two foot wall of field stone, -
with an opening in the cenmnter, was placed about thirty feet before the
house. Some rather formal trees (such as cypress) were planted directly
before the veranda. Thus 1t is difficult to obtain a clear frontal view
of the Marsh house today. Concrete porch floors and walks were added

at the front, rear and left side of the house.

NOTES (Architectural Information)
‘ 1. It is sald that thirty "mechanicsa" erected the building.
2. The most revealing indication of changes to the exterior of the

‘house, and & source which has guided much of this section, is a group
of four photographs from HABS No. CAL-1500
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